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ChAPTER ONE. PORTUGALS WAR IN AFRICA 



Northern border post between the Congo ard Angola 
Photo Cesare Dante Vacchi 

and casy access to thc dcvcloping policic.il accivitics of clic ftclgian 
Congo. Roberto thus professed to fed a cióse kmship with thc 



Molden Roberto 


thcy werc never able to resolve chcir di flor ene es and mdeed wcre 
unyicldmg compccicors fbr thc futuro spoils of Angola. 
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AFRICA@WAR VOLUME XI THE FLECHAS- INSURGENT HUNTINO IN EASTERN ANGOLA. 1965-1974 


lo the fore during the cmploymcnt iti early 1962 ufan ¡nfantry 
hattahnn r«> «lu* vumuy of N«kpii, a fmnrier port on the Congo 
Rivcr Accompanying :hc bacralion was an Ir.ilian journalist. 
Cesare Dante Vatchi, wKo held a wealth of combat expericnce 
Irom both Indochina and Algena and wrole tor París Match He 
he fr tended the officers and men ofehe hatea 1 ion, and, as he le.n ned 
their language, began to olTcr imtruction hased not only in the 
tcchnical tradecrart oí soldering but also, and more importancly. in 
the psyclu ilógica 1 picpaiatton tlial euahled the troops lo acdiitiate 
quickly to the confusión of combat. As tlic strong rcsults of 
Vacchi’s coaching becanic widclv apparent, ¡t was fclt that this 
more sophtsticated and advanced preparation should be ihe ba.sis 
of a spccial i/cd body of hiyhly capa ble troops C'onscqucntly, 
in late 1962, afier extensivo bricfings of kcy generáis, Coloncl 
José Bettencourt Rodrigues, the Chief of Staff of the Military 
Región, was given a free hand m cstablishmg the new units and 
iImmi tiaimng < rntir .n /.emha, a site abone 80 miles noithcasl ol 
Luanda. In 1063, the tirstof these new troops, callcd commanJos, 
wcrc deploycd in small numbers and organized in platoon-si/cd 
<ominandogroups {grupo*<Ucomandos). In September 1964, the lst 
Company ofOim mandos began operations from Bck> I Iorizontc, 
tlie new commando base located in the nortb ot Angola These 
commandos also proudly wore the new. distinctive crimson beret. 

Overseeing all ibis was 1 ieutenant-Colonel Gilberto Manuel 
Sanios c Castro, under whose tutclage commando instructors 
took grcat pains to stay abreast ot the latest cnemy operacion.il 
met funis and to mainlam the ‘warnor edge’ in their trainiiig. l ilis 
edge, in essence, was an approach lo hgbting that continually 
pusbed the commandos to think of thcmscK r cs as the hunccr 
rather than the hunted. Officers rcturning from contact with 
tlic cnemy were rigorously debrieled. and commando instructors 
icgulaily partieipated in operations t<> learn of tlu* latest cnemy 
developments. i his Information was integrated with intelligencc 
from other sources gathered by the military and national 
mielligein e sei v ices,and liorn sik Ii traimngwasconstaiilly rcvised 



Gilberto Santos e Castro 

Photo Personaf archive of Coronel Raúl Folques 


conflíct. The (anliunguloy, pnmitive firearnis made with water 
pipes stolen from farros, wcrc cxchanged tor automatic rifles. The 
trnntal attacks were replaced with I lie refmemenl ol ambushes, 
eacl» inore carelully planncd. Mines began to appear on the mam 
unpaved roads and their dirt trail access roures. 

In carly January 1962, two se hola rs ot Portuguesc Africa, 
Georgt* Houscr and John Marcum. were hosted by iKf UPA/ 
TNLA on a tour of tlic north. During their two-wcck stay, 
thcy walkcd more than 200 miles over an "interwovcn nctwork 
oí trails leading through fbrests and clephant grass, across vine 
and single-log bridges, and aiound open-pit animal craps to 
tile hidden semiportable villagcs that constitutcd na tional i st 
Angola”/ Mareunís description of UPA/TNI.A organizarán 
reflecta a hiera rt bical one in which nrders, antis, ammunirán, 
medicines and other supplics wcrc delivered from the Congo 
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Da pp 17-18 di di John P. Cann The Flechas: Insurgent 
Hunting in Eastern Angola, 1965-1974 , Helion & Company, [S. 
1], 2013 (dal capitolo II del suddetto saggio intitolato 
“Learning counterinsurgency”):«As the war progressed, 
particurarly the reoccupation of the north, the urgent need 
for specially trained troops became clear, that is those troops 



whose training went well beyond the traditional instruction 
and even beyond that of the CCEs. Such troops would be 
formed into units capable of operating independently for 
extended periods in the field. This need carne to the fore 
during the employment in early 1962 of an infantry battalion 
to the vicinity of Nóqui, a frontier port of the Congo River. 
Accompanying the battalion was an Italian journalist, Cesare 
Dante Vacchi, who held a wealth of combat experience from 
both Indocina and Algeria and wrote for París Match. He 
befriended the officers and men of the battalion, and, as he 
learned their language, began to offer instruction based not 
only in the technical tradecraft of soldiering but also, and 
more importantly, in the psychological preparation that 
enabled the troops to acclimate quickly to the confusión of 
combat. As the strong results of Vacchi’s coaching became 
widely apparent, it was felt that this more sophisticated and 
advanced preparation should be the basis of a specialized body 
of highly capable troops. Consequently, in late 1962, after 
extensive briefíngs of key generáis, Colonel José Bettencourt 
Rodrigues, the Chief of Staff of the Military Región, was given 
a free hand in establishing the new units and their training 
centre at Zemba, a site about 80 miles northeast of Luanda. In 

1963, the first of these new troops, called commandos, were 
deployed in small numbers and organized in platoon-sized 
commando groups {grupos de commandos ). In September 

1964, the l st Company of Commandos began operations from 
Belo Horizonte, the new commando base located in the North 
of Angola. These commandos also proudly wore the new, 
distinctive crimson beret.». 



